Pituitary-thyroid regulation in euthyroid patients with Graves' disease previously treated with antithyroid drugs.
To understand why some patients with hyperthyroidism due to Graves' disease remain euthyroid after a course of antithyroid drug therapy, pituitary-thyroid regulation was studied in 20 such patients who had remained well for six months or longer after the withdrawal of antithyroid drugs. Only patients who were clinically euthyroid and had normal serum thyroxine (T4), triiodothyronine (T3), and thyrotropin (TSH) concentrations were studied. Serum TSH responses to thyrotropin-releasing hormone (TRH) and thyroid suppression were determined in all patients. Seven patients had normal responses to both tests. Six patients had a subnormal response to TRH and abnormal suppression. Five patients had a subnormal response to TRH and normal suppression, and two patients had a normal TSH response to TRH and abnormal suppression. There were no differences in the mean serum T4, T3 or TSH concentrations between any of the groups. The mean duration of time after antithyroid drug withdrawal was 19 months in the patients in whom both tests were abnormal, whereas it was 58 months in those in whom both tests were normal and 45 months in those with a subnormal TSH response to TRH and a normal suppression test. Thus, in 13 of the 20 patients studied, various degrees of abnormality of pituitary-thyroid regulation were demonstrable. These results suggest that, in most patients with Graves' disease who remain clinically and biochemically euthyroid after a course of antithyroid drug therapy, the disease persists in a mild or subclinical form.